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Abstract 
The research is focused on highlighting the physiological reactions of when exposing the youngsters to audio visual aggressive 
stimuli from the high rated violent movies from “Saw” series. The findings showed that youngsters growing in a negative family 
climate have statistically significant differences in physiological reactions. These facts confirm the previous studies concerning 
the influence of negative family climate on youngsters and highlight the importance of psychologists and the importance of 
counselling both youngsters and their families in order to accustom them to a positive family climate and in order to prevent the 
process of desensitization. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Theoretical framework 
    For decade psychologists and researchers were interested in highlighting the influence of family climate in 
teenagers and the young. Many researchers have shown that a negative family environment characterized by poor or 
negative communication with parents (Lambert & Cashwell, 2003; Loeber et al. 2000; Stevens, De Bourdeaudhuij 
&Van Oost, 2002) and by the lack of cohesion and parental support (Barrera & Li, 1996; Juang & Silbereisen, 1999) 
has a substantial and negative effect on the development of behavioural problems in youngsters (Demaray & 
Malecki, 2002; Dekovic, Wissink & Meijer, 2004; Gerard & Buehler, 1999). Also, the presence of high levels of 
family conflict (Crawford-Brown, 1999; Cummings, Goeke-Morey & Papp, 2003) and the strategies used by parents 
to resolve these conflicts, Violence and Victimization at School in concerning the young play a very important role 
as well: strategies such as threats and insults, the lack of collaboration between family members. These findings 
have all been related with the presence of behavioural problems in the young (Cummings, Goeke-Morey & Papp, 
2003; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1999). The research carried out on the different consequences associated with 
the effect that parental styles have on children, teenagers and the young, has shown that the authoritative style is 
more directly related to children’s psychosocial and behavioural adjustment than the rest of the parental styles 
(Beyers & Goossens, 1999; Steinberg, Mounts, Lamborn & Dornbusch, 1991). Therefore, variables such as the 
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family history on behavioural problems have also been studied in relation to antisocial and violent behaviour in 
adolescence. Thus, it has been observed that there is a connection through the modeling effect: parents pass on their 
behaviour to their children (McCord, 1999), this is considered to be a risk factor for the future misbehaviour 
implications of the youngsters misbehaviour (Slomkowski et al., 2001). 
In order to emphasize desensitization, (Anderson & Bushman, 2001; Anderson & Bushman, 2002) have shown 
that short-term exposure to violent video games and violent environment (as family climate) causes increases in 
aggression and aggression-related variables. Bushman (2002) and Bushman, Baumeister & Stack (1999) cited by 
Anderson, Carnagey and Eubanks (2003) highlighted that many people have a very strong belief in the age-old 
catharsis hypothesis. By catharsis, the authors believe that experiencing and expressing aggressive emotions and 
thoughts will decrease subsequent aggressive thoughts, feelings, and emotions. Anderson, Benjamin & Bartholow 
(1998) and Bargh, Chen & Burrows (1996) showed that aggressive words can trigger aggressive thoughts, 
perceptions, and behaviour. Furthermore, Anderson, Carnagey and Eubanks (2003) reported five experiments testing 
the hypothesis that brief exposure to songs with violent lyrics can increase two variables that are key mediators of 
situational influences on aggression: aggressive cognition and aggressive affect. The results of their experiments 
highlighted the following: Experiments 1 and 2 assessed the effects of violent lyrics on state hostility and aggressive 
cognition. Experiment 3 assessed the effects of violent lyrics and trait hostility on state hostility and aggressive 
cognition using a broader set of songs and a different measure of aggressive cognition. Experiments 4 and 5 
examined the combined effects of violent humorous song lyrics on aggressive thought and affect and included trait 
hostility. 
Endestad and Torgersen (2003) described in their study the hypothetical models on how violence might influence 
behaviour based on the five hypotheses  reviewed by (Dill & Dill, 1998): 1)  the construction, elaboration and 
priming of aggressive thought networks or scripts through game play may increase the probability of violent 
behaviour; 2) extended exposure towards violence could weaken inhibitions on acting violent; 3) exposure to 
violence affects the level of behavioural patterns of empathy adolescents feel towards victims of violence in a 
tendency of decrease; 4) the social context of exposure can justify behavioural mechanisms of aggression; 5) Albert 
Bandura’s social learning theory demonstrates that modelling and reinforcement are important factors on how to 
teach children to act aggressively.  
 
       
 
Figure 1. The general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002);   Figure 2. The model showing the effects of exposure to media    
                                                                                                                        violence (Carnagey, Anderson & Bushman, 2007).  
 
In the model from Figure 1 the Present Internal State box indicates the interaction of components. Thus, 
according to this model repeated exposure to violent lyrics may contribute to the development of an aggressive 
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personality (Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Anderson, Carnagey & Eubanks, 2003), as it is also true for long-term 
effects of TV violence (Huesmann, 1988; Huesmann & Miller, 1994).  
Anderson & Bushman (2002) proved that exposure is positively associated with higher levels of aggression in 
young adults and children and negatively associated with prosocial behaviour. Furthermore, the authors argued that 
exposure is positively related to the main mechanism underlying long-term effects of aggressive personality and 
aggressive cognition development being positively linked to aggressive affect and physiological arousal. 
Since the natural reaction to seeing shocking violence is an increased heart rate, this is a compelling evidence of 
the desensitization. The GSR, the heart rate and other physiological responses to stimuli have been used to measure 
differential responsiveness to words and video films. Many authors such as Berkowitz (1996) and Anderson & 
Bushman (2002), show the differences between two main dimensions in violent behaviour: a behavioural dimension 
that implies the use of hostile conduct with the sole purpose of causing damage, and an intentional dimension where 
violence is used as a mean to achieve someone’s own interests.  
Hence, in this study we started from the results of previous researches following the two models presented in Fig. 
1 and in Fig. 2: the general aggression model Carnagey, Anderson & Bushman (2007) and the model of the effects 
of exposure to media violence Anderson & Bushman, 2002 in order to highlight the physiological reactions of 
exposing the youngsters to audio-visual aggressive stimuli from the high rated violent movies from “Saw” series. 
Also, a great contribution had the previous experimental studies involving aggressive and violent scenes from 
movies (Aniţei, Chraif, Neacşu & Papasteri, 2009), the GSR response to aggressive verbal stimuli (Aniţei, Chraif, 
Neacşu & Papasteri, 2009; Aniţei & Chraif, 2011) and the cognitive Recovery in Socially Deprived Young 
Children: The Bucharest Early Intervention Project (Nelson et al., 2007; Ghera et al. 2009).   
 
2. The objective and hypotheses 
 
2.1. The objective 
 
The objective is focused on showing the influence of family climate/environment on the physiological reactions of 
youngsters when exposed to audio visual aggressive stimuli. 
 
2.2. The hypotheses 
 
2.2.1. General hypothesis 
 
1. There is a statistically significant difference between the physiological reactions recorded by the polygraph for the 
youngsters growing in a negative family climate and the youngsters grown in a positive family climate. 
 
 2.2.1. Specific hypotheses 
 
1.1.The video stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimuli have a statistically significant influence on the 
GSR amplitude recorded by the polygraph sensors for the youngster growing in a negative family climate than the 
youngsters grown in a positive family climate.  
1.2. The video stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimui have a statistically significant influence on the  
 GSR time until return recorded by the polygraph sensors for the youngsters growing in a negative family climate 
than the youngsters grown in a positive family climate.  
1.3. The video stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimuli have a statistically significant influence on the 
heart rate recorded by the polygraph sensors sensors for the youngsters growing in a negative family climate than 
the youngsters grown in a positive family climate. 
1.4. The video stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimuli have a statistically significant influence on the 
blood preasure recorded by the polygraph sensors sensors for the youngsters growing in a negative family climate 
than the youngsters grown in a positive family climate. 
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1.5. The video stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimuli have a statistically significant influence on the 
respiration rate recorded by the polygraph sensors for the youngsters growing in a negative family climate than the 
youngsters grown in a positive family climate. 
 
3. The Method 
 
 3.1. The participants 
 
The participants were 78 students from the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, aged between 18 and 
22 years old (m=19.32, S.D.=0.63), both male and female, rural and urban areas. 
   
3.2. The instruments 
 
1) The Laffayette Polygraph, LX 4000-Platinum Series, with virtual interface, windows program. The polygraph 
software and the GSR sensors are generally fixed about two inches apart, either to the top and bottom of the middle 
finger or on the base of two adjacent fingers.  
2) The video stimuli from high rated video film “”Saw”: 
a) The 20 audio video stimuli were high rated aggressive and violent stimuli taken from film “Saw”. For example, 
the scenes were showing: wounded people, hand cut, blood flow, and skinless bodies. The duration of the video 
stimuli was of 10 minutes. 
b) The 20 audio video stimuli were high rated nonaggressive stimuli taken from film “Saw”. For example, the 
scenes were showing: action, people lying on the floor, people walking on the street. The duration of the video 
stimuli was of 10 minutes. 
 
 
3.3. The procedure 
 
A polygraph examination took place in the laboratory of Experimental Psychology from the Faculty of Psychology 
and Educational Sciences. The length of an examination was between 12 and 15 minutes depending on the 
adaptation of the participants with the environment and the polygraph sensors. The polygraph sensors recorded the 
GSR (Galvanic Skin Response), heart rate and respiration of the participants to the study in both experimental 
situations. 
 
 3.4. The experimental design 
 
 The independent variables were the 20 scenes involving violence and blood from the high rated video film 
“”Saw”. 
 The dependent variables were the followings: the Galvanic Skin Response (GSR) recorded as amplitude and 
return distance in pixels; the Heart Rate and the Blood Volume Pulse (BVP) and the respiration rate (amplitude 
and return distance). 
 
 
4. Findings and Results  
 
Analyzing the data for each individual who participated in the study, exposed to the 20 aggressive stimuli from the 
high rated video film “”Saw” which included bloody scenes, violence and human mutilation (table 1), it can be 
observed that during every scene, the values showing the amplitude of the GSR figure 1a return distance in pixels 
were significantly higher than the base line in particularly for the participants grown in the positive family climate 
(table 1).   
For a detailed analysis of these indicators, table 1 shows the means and the standard deviations for each of the two 
experimental groups: the positive climate group and the negative climate group”. 
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Considering the fact that the 20 scenes from the “Saw” show human mutilation and violence, one of the most 
important aspects of this research was the emphasis on the differences between the physiological reactivity recorded 
at for the positive climate group and the negative climate group during the exposure to the scenes taken from the 
violent and bloody high rated film “Saw”.   
Table 1. Change in reactivity during the exposure to the aggressive movie “Saw” involving high rated 
scenes with blood 
 Reactivity to aggressive stimuli 
 Positive family climate Negative family climate 
            Variables  Mean SD Mean SD 
GSR Amplitude 11.73 div 4.68 1.47 div 1.15 
  
GSR return distance in pixels 27.7 sec 3.26 10.12 sec 1.24   
Heart rate (max) 67 bpm 11.53 87.18 bpm 2.95   
Blood volume pulse 42.18 mmHG 0.87 43.19 mmHG 0.12 
  
Respiration Amplitude P1 6.29 div 1.05 6.81 div 0.97 
Respiration return P1 4.3 sec 0.85 2.51 sec 1.14 
                 
 
Therefore, after testing the specific hypotheses 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5 with the nonparametric Man U test for 
independent groups, the hypotheses "The video stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimuli have a 
statistically significant influence on the GSR amplitude recorded by the polygraph sensors for the youngster 
growing in a negative family climate than the youngsters grown in a positive family climate “ and ” The video 
stimuli consisting in aggressive audio video stimui have a statistically significant influence on the  
 GSR time until return recorded by the polygraph sensors sensors at for the youngster growing in a negative family 
climate than the youngsters grown in a positive family climate.” have been confirmed for p<0.05.  Also, the 
hypothesis regarding the respiration rate (p<0.05) has been confirmed. Considering that the specific hypotheses 
concerning the modifications of the GSR amplitude and return time have been confirmed highlights the fact that 
violence  from the cartoons with aggressive and bloody scenes has a statistically significant influence at an 
unconscious level on the emotional state of the subjects. Hence, the autonomic nervous system makes the sweat 
glands within the skin react and consequently the GSR reaction to the aggressive stimuli from the film „Saw” higher 
for the group living in a positive family climate than for the group living in a negative climate. 
Fig. 3 a and b show the following scenarios: in Fig. 3 a the physiological reactivity recorded by the poligraph 
sensors during the participant’s exposure to an aggressive stimuli from the high rated film „Saw” is  higher for the 
participant from a positive family climate concerning the GSR amplitude and return rate than for the participant who 
lives in a negative family climate. It has also been highlighted that the amplitude of the respiration is broader and it 
is statistically significant controlled for the participant who lives in a negative family climate than for the participant 
to the research who is supported by a positive family climate. These results highlight the fact that youngsters who 
live in a negative climate are exposed to desensitization and they adapt consciously faster to an environment of 
negative stimuli than youngsters who live in a positive family climate. Youngsters who live in families with a 
negative climate are emotionally desenitised to negative stimuli and process the situations concerning the expoure to 
the violent stimuli at a cognitive level and not at an emotional one. This findings are shown in Fig. 3 a and b.  
          Therefore, the violence of the bloody images showing mutilations was cognitively and emotionally 
processed at an unconscoius level for the group living in the positive climate environment. This kind of subliminal 
violence has succeeded in affecting on short term the physiological reactivity by creating very powerful, unconsious 
emotions only for the group living in the positive climate environment. 
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Figure 3. physiological reactivity to violent image of : (a) participant living in positive family climate; (b) ) participant living in negative family 
climate 
Table 2. Change in reactivity during the exposure to the aggressive movie “Saw” involving relaxing and 
normal quotidian scenes 
 Reactivity to nonaggressive stimuli 
 Positive family climate Negative family climate 
             Variables  Mean SD Mean SD 
GSR Amplitude 1.03 div 0.28 6.12 div 2.06 
  
GSR return distance in pixels 4.7 sec 0.49 9.11 sec 1.04   
Heart rate (max) 89 bpm 5.24 76.18 bpm 2.43   
Blood volume pulse 43.24 mmHG 0.37 42.29 mmHG 0.43 
  
Respiration Amplitude P1 6.13 div 0.45 9.62 div 0.62 
Respiration return P1 3.21 sec 0.62 3.81 sec 0.91 
 
As table 2 shows and by using the nonparametric test Man Withney for independent groups, the indicators 
consisting in the amplitude and the time until return of the GSR as well as the amplitude and the time until return of 
the pulmonary respiration P1 are statitically significant different (p<0.05) between the two experimental groups: the 
group supported by a positive family climate and the group who lives in a negative climate.  
 
                                                                              
   Figure 4. physiological reactivity to nonviolent image of : (a) participant living in negative family climate; (b) ) participant living in positive 
family climate 
Therefore, as we can observe in Fig. 4a and b and in table 2 as well, statistically significant differences have been 
obtained (p<0.05) by applying the nonparametric test Man Withney for independent groups. Consequently, it has 
been highlighted the fact that the group who lives in a negative climate has scored physiological reactions which are 
statistically significant different for the GSR amplitude and the time until return and for the amplitude of the 
respiration rate and the time until return. By this, it can be stated that the group of youngsters who live in a negative 
family climate has a higher reactivity to normal and quotidian stimuli than the youngsters who are supported by a 
positive family climate. This can be explained by the fact that youngsters from families with a negative climate have 
been exposed to the phenomenon of desensitisation and they have strong emotional reactions only when they meet 
normal, quotidian stimuli situations.   
 
5. Conclusions and recommendations 
The findings show that family environment has a strong influence on the emotional and physiological 
desensitization to violence for youngsters (Fig. 3a and b and Fig. 4 a and b).  
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Based on the two models: the general aggression model (Carnagey, Anderson & Bushman, 2007) and the model 
of the effects of exposure to media violence (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) in order to highlight the physiological 
reactions of exposing the youngsters to audio visual aggressive stimuli from the high rated violent movies from 
“Saw” series the research continues and highlights the fact that a negative family climate can lead to the 
desensitization of the young.  
Hence, this study is based on the results of the previous researches as well as from the two methods shown in Fig. 
1 (The general aggression model) and Fig. 2 (The model of the effects of exposure to media violence) in order to 
highlight the physiological effects of exposing the youngsters to family climate and video and verbal stimuli 
consisting in aggressive and obscene expressions, violence and human mutilation. A great contribution to this study 
had the previous experimental studies involving aggressive and violent scenes from movies (Aniţei, Chraif, Neacşu 
& Papasteri, 2009) and the GSR response to aggressive verbal stimuli (Aniţei, Chraif, Neacşu & Papasteri, (2009; 
Aniţei & Chraif, 2011).  
 Furthermore, the findings show that the group who lives in a negative family climate process the violent 
situations at a cognitive level, being unaffected emotionally. The limbic system is restrained by the cognitive 
mechanisms developed within the negative family climate and, therefore, the desensitized youngsters consciously 
react in a relaxed manner. It is amazing that they have strong emotional reactions for pleasant, relaxed, taken from a 
normal and quotidian life situations because the limbic system escapes from the conscious control. Therefore, we 
can evidence that the negative family climate shapes at cognitive level youngsters who react insensitively and 
consciously to violent stimuli, because they are not being able to empathize with the situations showing emotionally 
powerful stimuli such as: human decapitation, mutilation of hand or feet, human suffering.  
In conclusion, psychologists from Romania and other countries must counsel families who offer a negative 
climate to youngsters and make them understand the phenomenon because it is important for youngsters to have a 
certain capacity of empathizing and also, a certain capacity of making a difference between doing something right 
for the society and destroying it or being insensitive to it. Therefore, in order to avoid the desensitization of 
teenagers and youngsters, psychologists should provide programmes focused on reducing violence within the family 
climate.   
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